Abstract
I
n Canada, pregnancy is expected to be a planned event, properly situated among other social transitions (Sassler, Miller, and Favinger 2009 ). The age, marital status, and socio-economic status of the mother often define social attitudes towards pregnancy (Berryman 1991; Litt 2000; Friese, Becker, and Nachtigall 2008) . Women who do not fit the "norm" can be stigmatized as mothers of questionable value (Woollett 1991; Douglas and Michaels 2004) . A set of social indicators of appropriate mothering suggests that women should not be "too young" or "too old" during childbearing; they should not be "too poor," "too sick," or have "too many children" (Friese et al. 2008 ). The socially constructed notions of motherhood in western society suggest that the desire to have children is rooted in "natural," biological instincts of women (Phoenix and Woollett 1991 ), yet the reproductive practices are expected to be controlled by women and meticulously planned.
Social expectations regarding the appropriate timing of pregnancy are not a new phenomenonwomen's reproductive freedom has always been constrained by patriarchy and subjected to a set of strict normative regulations (O'Brien 1989) . The loosening of some norms (e.g., getting married before pregnancy) has given rise to the ideology of intensive mothering which prompts women to invest considerable financial and emotional resources in their children (Hays 1998) . These expectations altered the sequencing of pregnancy in women's life course, positioning it after completion of education and (for middle-class women) establishing a career (Ranson 2009 ). Moreover, the availability of a birth-control pill and other methods of contraception firmly entrenches the expectation that reproduction should be a well-planned event (Locke and Budds 2013) .
Given the responsibility placed on women for the emotional and economic stability of their children (Villabolos 2014) , it is not surprising that many women postpone pregnancy until they feel emotionally and financially ready (Gregory 2007) . Coupled with an increase in the mother's age at first childbirth-an average of 30 years for Canadian women (Statistics Canada 2016) , the drop in total fertility rate has been a common feature of demographic change in most developed countries, including Canada (Waldby and Cooper 2008) . At the same time, the image of the "ticking biological clock," prevalent in popular media, hints that childbearing should not be postponed for too long (Leung 2009; Yale University 2012) . The goal of this paper is to explore how the societal norms around the timing of pregnancy inform women's experiences of the transition to motherhood. Analyzing qualitative interviews with 42 Canadian women who, during the time of the interview, were either pregnant or gave birth to a child in the past 12 months, we examine (1) Some of these are formally institutionalized, such as the age for obtaining a driver's license or voting, while others are set informally, such as the expected age of childbearing. Events that are experienced "on-time" are expected and socially approved. "Offtime" events, however, can be stressful and/or socially disapproved. Hence, timing and sequencing mediate the impact of life events and transitions on personal biography (Connidis 2010) . Choices and actions are also impacted by the opportunities and constraints of social history and circumstance (Elder 1998) . Regardless, timing and sequencing are socially constructed concepts that only hold meaning when the complex social contexts of people's lives are defined and interpreted within these parameters by individuals themselves.
The literature on women's transition to motherhood acknowledges the importance of structural and contextual factors that shape the experiences of childbearing. While the contextualization of personal experiences in a larger web of structural and social factors is not new in the research on parenting (see, e.g., Kaplan 1997; Fox 2009 ), our analysis contributes to this literature in two interrelated ways. First, our focus on the meaning that women attach to the timing of pregnancy captures the nuanced understanding of this societal norm. Second, we explore how women's agency is enforced in responding to the socially constructed "appropriate" timing of pregnancy.
Cultural Concept of Marriage and Childbearing
Cultural expectations surrounding the timing of pregnancy are rooted in a mix of history, biology, and ideology that impact childbearing beliefs and Among married women of childbearing age, pregnancy is perceived as a desirable and expected transition (Phoenix and Woollett 1991; Bailey 1999; .
Women in our sample were fully aware of this expectation. Most of them felt that pregnancy was a welcomed event in their lives and that it coincided with the expectations that were placed on them by others.
Reflecting on her first pregnancy at the age of 32, Debra, a 34-year-old married mother of two, noted:
I always felt that I looked old enough, and I wore a wedding ring, and I felt like the society approved of me being pregnant… While Debra later commented that she felt uneasy to disclose her pregnancy at the workplace where she just started her new promising career, she also said that her superiors and her colleagues were not surprised to find out about her pregnancy and even Similarly to Debra and Chelsea, the majority of women who we interviewed for this study planned their pregnancy, ensuring that it is properly situated within their life course. For most women, the signifier of the readiness to get pregnant was getting off the birth-control pill or other methods of contraception. Sometimes women conceived almost immediately, but much more often conception took time.
For some, the waiting period was quite prolonged, and although anticipated, the plan to "get pregnant" Some other women also found the news about pregnancy unsettling, noting that they "didn't expect it
[to] happen so quickly," and reported that it "would take some time" to get used to the idea of being pregnant. In making sense of their ambivalent feelings towards anticipated, yet unexpected, pregnancy, women tried to time the acknowledgement of pregnancy in a way that would allow them to complete work commitments and attend to personal matters: cases of chronic illness experienced by young adults can illustrate the situation in which an "off-time" event is perceived as unfortunate but unpredictable (Williams 1984 ). An off-time pregnancy, however, is often seen as an event that is preventable, and
The Timing of Pregnancy: Women's Interpretations of Planned and Unplanned Pregnancy women who do not time their pregnancies according to socially approved norms are blamed for being irresponsible (Macleod 2001; Bonell 2004 ).
In the literature on pregnancy, teen mothering is most often constructed as an "off-time" event that poses physical and social risk to the mother and the child (Bonell 2004; Duncan 2007; Breheny and Stephens 2008) . Teenage mothers are seen as reckless, relying on the support of the state, being unable to complete their education and find a proper job, and lacking partner's support (Duncan 2007; Gupta and Jain 2008; Neiterman 2013) . Moreover, when pregnancy is planned by young mothers, it is assumed to be desired for all the wrong reasons (Musick 1993 ).
All young women who participated in this study were highly critical of planned teen pregnancy and raised their disapproval with teen pregnancy as a social phenomenon. All of them defined their own pregnancies as unplanned and all but one practiced some form of birth control. Reflecting on their transition to parenthood, teen mothers defined it as unplanned and highly disruptive. Echoing the accounts of other teen mothers, Vicky, a 19-year-old mother of one, recalls:
It was such a change in my lifestyle because I was young, well, I am still young, but anyway...I was having one lifestyle and then, when I found out that I am pregnant, I had to make a 360 turn, and it was really hard…I couldn't go to clubs and didn't go dancing and I couldn't do other stuff that my friends did…
For Vicky, the "off-timing" of pregnancy is signified by her inability to continue the life of a teenager. As Jenn notes, although chronological age is often associated with the growing sense of responsibility, "bad" mothering is not necessarily the marker of younger mothers. Jenn links good mothering to the ability to provide for the child and to the woman's readiness to devote herself to her child's well-being.
Since Jenn defines herself as a mature person, situated within her personal biography, her pregnancy can be interpreted as an "on-time" event.
Recently, developments in reproductive technologies have spurred debates about being "too old" for pregnancy. The definition of being "too old" is contested as more and more women decide to pursue mothering at an older age (Gregory 2007; Friese et al. 2008 ). These women are usually well-educated and financially secure (Berryman 1991; Gregory 2007) , and, depending on their age, may blend visibly and socially with mothers who are perceived to have children at a socially appropriate time.
Among our participants, only two women gave birth after the age of 40 and both of these women had given birth previously as well. Similar to teen mothers, the ambivalence with which these women experienced their pregnancy was intimately related to their age at childbearing. On the one hand, this pregnancy marked their bodies as "not too old" to have a child.
On the other hand, chronologically, age seemed to be a reminder that pregnancy at this point in the life course remains outside of conventional social norms: 
Discussion and Conclusion
When pregnancy is situated outside of the conventional path of childbearing, women often are faced with social disapproval and meet overt or silent criticism regarding their decision to have a child. Social criticism is not restricted to merely questioning the timing of the transition to motherhood; it casts doubt on the ability of the woman to mother her child (Phoenix and Woollett 1991) . Since for many women mothering continues to be one of the most dominant components of self-identity, when this status is threatened, it can have significant implications for one's sense of self.
Therefore, when pregnancy is situated outside of the socially approved time frame, the expectant mothers conform to the ideology of intensive mothering even more eagerly, seeking to demonstrate that they can, indeed, be good mothers (Neiterman 2012 Although these women may face significant social disapproval, they may see the timing of pregnancy as properly fitting their life transitions.
Our findings demonstrate that "on-" and "off-time" events are constructed not only through social norms and expectations (Elder 1998) In addition to our contributions to the life course perspective, this paper seeks to inform the literature on the transition to motherhood, which tends to treat the biological age of a woman as a core variable that can explain women's perceptions about the timing of pregnancy (Furstenberg 2003; Gregory 2007) . Moreover, the attention paid to "older"
and "younger" mothers' perceptions about their pregnancies rests on implicit assumption that "unplanned" pregnancy is more likely to happen among these women (Berryman 1991) . Explaining women's nuanced understanding of the socially appropriate timing of pregnancy, we showed that biological age and marital status do not always coincide with the way women interpret the timing of pregnancy.
While our sample was rather diverse, we were unable to differentiate between the role of age, income, and social support in shaping the context in which women came to terms with their pregnancies. Most women in our sample were either married or had common-law partners; all teen mothers had steady boyfriends and, despite their low income, relied on social and financial support from their families. We believe that further research that considers class, age, marital status, and other markers of social position as a context in which women make sense of their pregnancy can enrich our understanding of women's experiences of transition to motherhood.
In conclusion to this paper, we would like to call for further research on the personal experiences of individuals who breach the conventional order of social transitions. Some events that are perceived to be "off time" mostly entail personal costs and emotional uneasiness. In other cases, "off time" events may set off a course of transitions that can result 
